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Meister Eckhart and Abe Masao
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Go east, go west, 
heaven and earth wide— 
Turn left, turn right, 
a gem rolling on the tray.
(from A Zen Forest)
Introduction
The world of the twenty-first century will be a small one indeed. 
With each day peoples merge more and more, and the cultural ex­
change this engenders, though always stimulating, can also prove 
challenging. This is no less the case in the realm of spirituality than 
anywhere else, where the shrinking of the world religious stage has 
created an exciting arena. Philosophers and theologians often find 
themselves in a kind of blissful agitation on account of both the ten­
sions and promises the interaction holds. The present Buddhist-Chris­
tian dialogue is no exception.
It seems that a growing number of scholars have steeped themselves 
in each tradition and are attempting to work out of both camps. One of 
the leading figures playing such a dual role is Abe Masao. Primarily a 
Zen philosopher of the Kyoto School, Abe has seriously impacted the 
discussion by offering Christians a theology of his own. His thinking is 
radical, but intact. Concerned about meeting the spiritual needs of 
modem man on a global level, Abe envisions a fundamental spirituali­
ty, one deep enough and comprehensive enough that could serve not 
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only as a basis for the religions, but which adequately answers the ob­
jections of irreligious forces as well.
Desirous, therefore, of mutual understanding, Abe is nevertheless 
disappointed in the state of the interfaith dialogue in which he himself 
is so actively engaged. He registers the complaint that “in most cases 
dialogue has been theologically oriented, not spiritually oriented,” and 
suggests that “both Buddhism and Christianity must give more serious 
attention to their spiritualities and their relation to theology.”1
The Zen tradition has been continually testifying to the primacy of 
spiritual experience, as opposed to philosophizing, and so there's 
nothing unusual about Abe's calling on Buddhism to adjust its focus. 
And he apparently feels that what’s good for the goose is good for the 
gander. The split between spirituality and theology, between mysticism 
and scholasticism, has always been problematical in the West, where 
theologizing has been largely an intellectual exercise. But spiritual or 
“mystical” theology is not the product of the study, where people sit in 
armchairs; it issues instead from another part of the house. The fur­
nace is in the basement.
It is just this gulf which Abe Masao, and others as well, would like to 
see bridged, and it is in this connection that Abe offers a curious sugges­
tion. Rather than concentrate on an exchange, Abe would prefer to see 
each religion engage in a process of self-purification. He feels that both 
religions need to deepen themselves, and it is only when they do so 




The implications here are twofold. On the one hand, there is an ap­
parent dissatisfaction with each religion's present state. On the other, 
Abe affirms that there actually is a common spiritual basis.
In the diagram, the arrows point downward, towards the depths. No 
give and take is indicated. This means not that there should be no 
dialogue, but no syncretism, and that mutual understanding is barred 
at the present level. Abe explains:
’ See Abe’s Preface to Donald W. Mitchell’s Spirituality and Emptiness. Mahwah, 
New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1991, p. x
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In the case of * mutual understanding/ the participating 
religions assume that their currently established forms will be 
understood as such by others. However, . . . every world 
religion, such as Buddhism and Christianity, must try to 
reveal the greatest possible depths of its spirituality by break­
ing through its conventional forms and try to transform itself 
through mutual learning. ... I do not mean by this to say 
that Buddhism and Christianity should aim at a syncretism. 
Instead, I mean that through such serious dialogue both Bud­
dhism and Christianity should purify and deepen themselves 
respectively; and yet, in this way, come to realize a deeper 
common ground.2
2 Ibid.
3 Masao Abe, “There is no Common Denominator for World Religions/* Journal 
of Ecumenical Studies, 26:1, Winter 1989
In typical Zen fashion, Abe here offers us a paradox—that when 
these two religions become more and more themselves, that precisely 
when they are most unique, they will reveal a common spiritual 
ground. Elsewhere, he has argued that, “There is no common 
denominator for world religions.”3 It may be that there is no “thing” 
or “formulation” that can unite these religions, but that does not 
mean that they own a separate source.
The purpose of this paper is to explore Abe’s proposal. In Part I, we 
will compare the thinking of D. T. Suzuki and Meister Eckhart, sug­
gesting that they represent the “depths” of their respective religions. 
Part II will examine Abe’s thinking in the light of that comparison. We 
will see how his theology stacks up against Meister Eckhart’s.
I. Suzuki and Eckhart
Religion in the mind is not credulity & in the practice is not form. It 
is a life. It is the order and soundness of a man. (Emerson)
For the majority of us who have never plunged into the abyss 
ourselves, our view of what the depths might look like depends upon 
the accounts of others. To gain such a glimpse, it only makes sense to
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consider the works of those who themselves claimed to have hit rock 
bottom, and who are generally, if not universally, acknowledged as 
spiritual adepts. Since we are considering Buddhism and Christianity, 
the first two names that come to mind are D. T. Suzuki and Meister 
Eckhart.
Zen claims to be more than simply a “school” of Buddhism but 
representative of the very essence of it. In the words of Hisamatsu 
Shin’ichi: “Zen is not one particular school within Buddhism; it is, 
rather, the root-source of Buddhism.”4 Whether an outsider agrees 
with such an appraisal or not, the prospect that Zen offers us the heart 
of Buddhism is worth investigating. Suzuki was firmly established in 
this tradition, and certainly to Western readers he looms as the major 
spokesman.
4 Hisamatsu Shin’ichi, “Zen: Its Meaning for Modern Civilization,” The Eastern 
Buddhist, Vol. 1, No. 1, Sept. 1965, p. 22
5 Silvano Arieti, Creativity: The Magic Synthesis. New York: Basic Books, Inc., 
Publishers, 1976, p. 242
Within a Western perspective, “The essence of religion as a 
psychological experience is to be found in the mystical aspect . . . , 
which includes the immediacy and primacy of direct divinity­
consciousness.”5 The medieval German mystic, Meister Eckhart, is a 
classic example of this in Christianity. It was not without reason that 
Rudolf Otto chose Eckhart as representative of Western mysticism and 
compared his thinking to Shankara’s in his book, Mysticism East and 
West, back in the 1920’s. Since then Eckhart’s stature has done 
everything except diminish.
We can plug them into our diagram then, certainly not as sole but 




The value of a truly great thinker lies not so much in the content of 
his thought as in the thrust of his thinking. Discerning underlying prin­
ciples and general attitudes can prove at times more instructive than sys­
tematically arranging thoughts and wrapping them up in a neat
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package. It might be that Suzuki and Eckhart can teach us more by ex­
ample than anything else, and in spiritual matters, isn’t it really more 
important that we learn how to take hints, rather than expect hand­
outs?
Zen itself appreciates language but doesn’t rely on it. It rejects scrip­
tural authority and focuses instead squarely on individual experience. 
“Taking it all in all, Zen is emphatically a matter of personal ex­
perience; if anything can be called radically empirical, it is Zen.”6
6 D. T. Suzuki, An Introduction to Zen Buddhism. New York: Grove Press, Inc., 
1977 (first pub. 1964), p. 132
7 D. T. Suzuki, Essays in Zen Buddhism (First Series). New York: Grove Press, 
Inc., 1961, p. 118
• Rok, C. E., trans., Dionysius the Areopagite, On the Divine Names and the 
Mystical Theology. Kila, MT: Kessinger Publishing Company, 1991, pp. 102-3
Zen is not interested in theories, which are up for grabs, but in con­
crete results, which can be tested. Thus a philosopher like Suzuki could 
become impatient with scholars who allowed themselves to get bogged 
down in jargon. He once wrote that:
. . . the fact is that Buddhist scholars are engrossed too much 
in the study of what they regard as the Buddha’s teaching . . . while 
they neglect altogether the study of the Buddha’s spiritual ex­
perience itself. . . . What the Buddha taught his disciples was 
the conscious outcome of his intellectual elaboration to make 
them see and realize what he himself had seen and realized.7
It seems that for Suzuki, as well as for Zen, the question is not so 
much, “What did the Buddha sqy?” as “What did he meant”
But such an inquiry and attitude towards words and teachings is not 
uncharacteristic of spiritually profound thinkers. Pseudo-Dionysius, 
for example, in The Divine Names calls it “unreasonable and foolish to 
consider the phrases rather than the meaning,” and scolds theologians 
of his day for “. . . holding it unlawful to explain the number ‘four’ 
by calling it ‘twice two,* or a straight line by calling it a ‘direct 
line’. . .”8
Eckhart too evinces this attitude and was vastly more concerned 
about the experience than the analysis of it. Even of “grace” he says:
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People try to find out whether it is ‘grace* or ‘nature’ that 
saves us and they never reach a solution. How foolish of 
them! Let God rule within you. ... If someone would like to 
have a spring brought to his garden, he will say to himself: 
‘So long as I get water I do not care what kind of a pipe it is 
through which it flows to me.’9
His is a daring but refreshing position. This attitude of Eckhart’s, 
with its emphasis on experience, so that it does not matter how a thing 
happens but that it does, is not insignificant. Theology is important, 
but only if it’s effective. “St. Augustine says that this birth is always 
happening. And yet, if it does not occur in me, how could it help me? 
Everything depends on that.”10
In reading him, one gets the impression that for Eckhart theology 
itself was only a route, not a destination. He might agree with Emer­
son: “For all symbols are fluxional; all language is vehicular and tran­
sitive, and is good, as ferries and horses are, for conveyance, and not 
as farms and houses are, for homestead.”11
In this connection, Eckhart seems to pose a contrast to the bulk of 
theological work, ancient, medieval, and even modem, which accents 
belief. Largely a business of reaffirming creeds and underscoring doc­
trines, theology is often treated, not as a means to an end, but as an 
end in itself, and has a tendency to “encourage the delusion that, if 
only a man possesses the right formula, he has the thing itself.”12
But in the final analysis a genuinely powerful position is drawn, not 
from the pool of collective thinking, but from the well of individual ex­
perience. Eckhart clearly felt confident of where he stood. “When 
wisdom is joined to the soul, all doubt, error, and darkness fly away 
and the soul is set in a pure clear light, which is God himself.”13 This is
’ Quoted io Rudolf Otto, Mysticism East and West. New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1970 (first pub. 1932), p. 90
10 Raymond B. Blakney, translator. Meister Eckhart: A Modem Translation. New 
York: Harper and Row Publishers, Inc., 1941, p. 95
11 Emerson, The Complete Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson. New York: Wm. H. 
Wise & Co., 1929, p. 249
12 Aldof Hamack, What is Christianity? Trans, by Thomas Bailey Saunders. Introd, 
by Rudolf Bultmann. Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1978 (first pub. 1900), p. 236
” Blakney, p. 160
94
BUDDHISM AND CHRISTIANITY
strong language. But he knew his own mind, and sometimes it differed 
from what the “authorities” held, of whom he says in one sermon: 
“But when they say . . . , then I disagree. I, Meister Eckhart, assert as 
follows . . .”14
14 Ibid., p. 136
15 Luke 10:41-2
14 Suzuki, Essays in Zen Buddhism, pp. 73-4
Eckhart could be bold, but only out of conviction, and for the sake 
of clarifying the spiritual project. We all remember what he did with 
the Martha and Mary story found in Luke. He turned the usual inter­
pretation on its head, by suggesting that the busy Martha, and not the 
sitting Mary, exemplified the ideal Christian life, one displaying not the 
raptures of contemplation but its ripest fruit, contemplative action in 
the social world. What one finds astonishing is not Eckhart’s point, but 
how he makes it within this particular scriptural context. The whole 
passage is only one paragraph, and Jesus states flatly that: “Mary has 
chosen the good portion, which shall not be taken away from her.”15
It seems the Meister here doesn’t have a leg to stand on; but then, in 
matters spiritual, Eckhart was his own authority.
If such self-reliance was not always appreciated in medieval Chris­
tianity, it is the hallmark of Buddhism. Suzuki writes:
When the doctrine of Enlightenment makes its appeal to the 
inner experience of the Buddhist and its content is to be 
grasped immediately without any conceptual medium, the 
sole authority in his spiritual life will have to be found within 
himself; traditionalism or institutionalism will naturally lose 
all its binding force. According to him, then, propositions 
will be true—that is, living—because they are in accordance 
with his spiritual insight . . .16
This is a telling statement, for in both cases, Suzuki and Eckhart, 
their teachings ring more of personal testimony than any kind of con­
sensus.
But isn’t this a bit of a jolt? Don’t we tend to consider that person 
religious whose thinking conforms with the traditional understanding 
and who embraces the institutionalized forms of a religion? Suzuki, 
though, focuses on spiritual insight. He maintains the link between the 
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thinking and the thinker, reversing our common tendency to sever, say, 
the theology from the theologian.
Insight is everything to Suzuki, and thankfully he applied his to 
more than Buddhist texts. Concerning, for instance, that wonderful 
passage where Jesus instructs us to “consider the Lilies”:
This is again the spirit of Christ when he utters: ‘Take 
therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall 
take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is 
the evil thereof.’ Replace ‘the morrow’ with ‘the future’ and 
‘the day’ with ‘the present’, and what Christ says is exactly 
what the Zen master would say, though in a more 
philosophical manner. ‘The day* would not mean for the Zen 
master a period of twenty-four hours as popularly reckoned, 
but an instant or a thought which passes even before one ut­
ters the word.17
17 The Zen Doctrine of No-Mind. York Beach, Maine: Samuel Weiser, Inc., 1972, 
pp. 70-71
'• Blakney, p. 158
Suzuki here is right on target. To my mind, this is a perfect example 
of how dialogue serves to deepen understanding and of the kind of up­
dating for which ancient texts cry out. Moreover, Suzuki here mirrors 
Eckhart exactly, who says of Jesus* own spirituality:
He was incessantly refreshed in spirit by his heavenly Father 
apart from time, and reborn into the perfection of his Father 
with each eternal moment—each passing Now. . . . Every­
body who wants to be sensitive to the highest truth must be 
like this, conscious of neither ‘before’ not ‘after,’ unhindered 
by their past records, uninfluenced by any idea they ever under­
stood, innocent and free to receive anew with each Now­
moment a heavenly gift . . ,18
This is a weighty passage. It holds the very heart of Eckhartian 
spirituality; it contains Buddhism’s kernel as well. A number of impor­
tant points can be made here. In fact, the rest of our discussion will 
revolve around this nugget.
To begin with, Eckhart talks about Jesus’ relationship to God as 
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though it were one with which he himself were familiar, and suggests, 
moreover, that it was not a solid, fixed affair at all, but one of con­
tinuous inner renewal. This would strike a Buddhist as most 
reasonable, for they believe you can know the Buddha’s spirituality 
from the inside, look through his eyes, so to speak, and also that, even 
for him, the matter requires constant practice.
Secondly, Eckhart makes it clear that as individuals we are required 
to participate in the same process as did Jesus, of forever surrendering 
the past and being open to every “Now-moment.” He makes exactly 
the same point as did Suzuki. These two do indeed speak the same 
language and, theology aside, share identical views of what comprises 
the truly spiritual life.
Suzuki says that Zen “is primarily and ultimately a discipline and an 
experience,”19 and in reading Eckhart, who was himself a spiritual 
director, this practical, Zen-like approach shines through. One hears lit­
tle of liturgy and sacraments, even of prayer, but much about 
cultivating inner solitude, listening to deep silence, and, more than 
anything, forgetting one’s self. Let us, then, first briefly consider this 
discipline, which both men liken to an “art,” and then the experience 
to which it leads.
The Discipline
Both Suzuki and Eckhart were followers of long-standing traditions, 
so although they were not the innovators of the disciplines they 
espouse, they were nevertheless outstanding examples of their effec­
tiveness. Interestingly enough, their methods call for conditions so 
basic to our being that they are potentially ours already, at every mo­
ment of our fives. For example, silence and stillness are integral: 
“There is no better approach to this word than through stillness, 
through silence.”20 But what keeps us from being quiet, and how much 
effort does it take to remain still, to actually do nothing at all?
Not only the body but the mind as well needs to be still, and that's a 
more delicate affair constituting very subtle business. Study and prayer 
are not required, for the mind needs to empty out—completely. Not
*’ Introduction to Zen Buddhism, p. 74
20 Blakney, p. 107
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even religious or so-called holy thoughts are allowed: 44. . . for Bud­
dha’s sake Buddha is to be given up”;21 “Therefore I pray God that he 
may quit me of God . . .”“
21 Introduction to Zen Buddhism, p. 54 22 Blakney, p. 231
23 Paul Schwartz. “The Cloud of Unknowing,” Forms 4, No. 1, (Spring 1980) p. 52
24 Quoted in Otto, p. 29 23 The Zen Doctrine of No-Mind, p. 67
The similarity between the “via negativa” and the Zen approach has 
long been appreciated by a number of scholar/practitioners. For exam­
ple, Paul Schwartz, with roots in the Franciscan tradition, in writing 
about the Cloud of Unknowing observes:
4If you meet the Buddha, kill him,’ is a classic Zen admoni­
tion which sits well beside Cloud's advice to destroy one’s im­
ages of God by burying them in an unfathomable cloud of 
unknowing.23
This “admonition” can be traced back to the ninth-century Chinese 
master Lin-chi, founder of the Rinzai school, Suzuki’s own roots. His 
point seems to be that there can be no object of the seeing, just the see­
ing itself. As Eckhart writes: “The Knower and the Known are one! 
Simple people imagine that they should see God, as if He stood there 
and they here. That is not so. God and I, we are one in knowledge.”24
Suzuki was well acquainted with Christian mystical literature and so 
himself aware of the parallels. In supplying a modern interpretation to 
the doctrine of “no-mind,” he called it an “absolute passivity” in a 
psychological sense, and likened it to the teachings of Francis. “Our in­
dividual consciousness . . . must become like the body of a dead man, 
as used by St. Francis of Assisi to illustrate his idea of the perfect and 
highest obedience.”25
However dissimilar are the labels placed on what they consider 
ultimate reality, it is interesting to see the extent to which the discipline 
required to get there is stressed. Physically an individual must be ut­
terly silent and so still as to resemble a corpse, and is asked to let his or 
her will dissolve, so that, paradoxically, the “aspirant” must become 
absolutely passive, and the truest life is a kind of death.
Thus one must be dead—quite dead—no longer himself— 
beyond comparison because unlike anyone else—and then he 
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is like God, for it is God’s property and nature to be incom­
parable and like no one.26
26 Blakney, p. 196 27 The Zen Doctrine of No-Mind, p. 55
21 Ibid., pp. 55-6 ” Introduction to Zen, p. 95
The suggestion here that the new state he alludes to is completely 
foreign to our usual mode is a thought Eckhart repeats often. He 
hinted at this in our nugget, when he talks of being “uninfluenced by 
any idea they ever understood.” Suzuki, too, forever underlines this: 
“The use of Prajna contradicts everything that we may conceive of 
things worldly; it is altogether of another order than our usual life.”27 
Clearly for them there is absolutely no continuity between our normal 
way of perceiving and knowing and the experience to which they 
mutually point.
The Experience
The relationship between the discipline and the experience sought is 
direct, at least in so far as regular practice sets up the proper conditions 
under which a transformation can occur. It’s useless to expect a harvest 
where one hasn’t planted a seed.
Since the experience represents a radical departure from what we are 
accustomed to and cannot be adequately described, it might be more 
worth our while, rather than expound the philosophical or theological 
interpretations, to think in terms of basic principles. Suzuki is very 
helpful in this connection, for his explanation of the concept of Prajna 
does exactly this. He informs us further:
Once this viewpoint of Prajna is gained, all the essential irra­
tionalities found in religion become intelligible. It is like ap­
preciating a fine piece of brocade. On the surface there is an 
almost bewildering confusion of beauty, and the connoisseur 
fails to trace the intricacies of the threads. But as soon as it is 
turned over all the intricate beauty and skill is revealed. Pra­
jna consists in this turning-over.28
Suzuki elsewhere has described Zen enlightenment itself as con­
sisting in “acquiring a new point of view for looking at things,”29 and 
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it’s significant that here he sees Prajna as not at all peculiar to Zen, 
but as a universal (though not necessarily common) human experience 
that makes sense of religious truths generally. In this connection, 
Robert K. C. Forman, in his recent study, Meister Eckhart: Mystic as 
Theologian, has concluded, in his appraisal of Eckhart’s use of the 
terms God and Godhead, something very much along these lines. 
There are two viewpoints.
His distinctions are God’s characteristics as He exists for 
us. . . . Considered in Himself, God is absolute unity. . . . 
Generally Eckhart uses the term God or the expression 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to indicate the Divinity as he ex­
ists from our vantage point, and uses Godhead to signify Him 
as He exists from his own vantage point.30
30 Robert K. C. Forman, Meister Eckhart: The Mystic as Theologian, Rockport, 
Maine: Element, Inc., 1991, p. 198
31 Ibid., p. 10 32 Ibid., p. 144
33 See, for example, Abe’s Zen and Western Thought, Honolulu: University of
Hawaii Press, 1985, p. xxi
Indeed, everything seems to depend upon one’s point of view, and at 
any moment that fundamental orientation can shift. Both Suzuki and 
Eckhart have used in describing this breakthrough the analogy of crack­
ing a shell.
Forman feels that too much concern with doctrine obscures not only 
Eckhart’s experience but his essential message as well, and so in his 
treatment Forman is quick to distinguish between phenomenological 
description, on the one hand, and analysis, on the other, and between 
what he calls “low-ramified” and “high-ramified” language, the 
former invoking more or less common terminology, the latter 
theologically loaded language. “Hence low-ramified utterances are 
nearer to experience descriptions than are higher ones.”31
Taking Forman’s cue, we can, in our present discussion, detect more 
than parallels. Anyone zeroing in on descriptions of the experience 
itself, for instance, would have to strain excessively to distinguish be­
tween Zen philosophers’ talk of 11 boundless openness" and Eckhart’s 
of an "expanseless expanse."32 And if Buddhists can, on the positive 
side, call ultimate reality “wondrous Being,”33 then Eckhart claims 
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that in its plunge the soul loses its own identity and becomes ** im­
measurable being.”*
Indeed, it seems to me that when Buddhists insist that ultimate reali­
ty is “Absolute Nothingness,” they are not exhibiting any attachment 
to a tag but simply accenting their method. It is dangerous to form any 
“idea” of what is ultimately real, and useless to attempt to throw down 
anchor or reach for a hitching post. Thus for them philosophy is not at 
all divorced from practice, but its directive rather. Well, isn’t Eckhart’s 
employment of his term (“I prefer to speak of the Godhead, from 
whence all our blessings flow”35) a similar usage? In this sense, 
Eckhart’s Godhead is far closer to Emptiness than to the usual concep­
tion of God as creator and ruler.
Zen eschews speculation in the first place. Instead of bothering with 
analysis, it prefers to remain at the level of low-ramified language, 
as the terms we just looked at—Absolute Nothingness—Emptiness- 
wondrous Being—boundless openness—suggest. Analysis tends to dis­
tance one from the immediacy of the experience, which is always para­
mount, and so Zen would view theological interpretations, or any 
high-ramified language, as unnecessary layers of clothing which only 
serve to cover the bare bones of the matter.
But it is precisely because it does focus so solidly on experience that, 
when it comes to appreciating Eckhart’s, Suzuki was ahead of the 
game. His special sense of affinity with the German mystic is no secret. 
Thomas Merton certainly acknowledged it, and Suzuki once told 
Winston L. King: “Eckhart is the leading Zen man in the West.”36 But 
we can go directly to Suzuki’s writings, most notably Mysticism: Chris­
tian and Buddhist, to find he himself making equations.
What would Christians think of ‘the divine core of pure (or 
absolute) stillness,’ or of ‘the simple core which is the still 
desert onto which no distinctions ever creep’? Eckhart is in 
perfect accord with the Buddhist doctrine of sunyata, when
14 Quoted in Otto, p. 205
15 Blakney, p. 145
* See King’s Foreword to Keiji Nishitani’s Religion and Nothingness. University of 
California Press, 1983, p. xiv
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he advances the notion of Godhead as ‘pure nothingness’ (ein 
bloss nihf).21
For someone like Suzuki, it was not the form of the religion but the 
depth of the spirituality that mattered. Able to discern the thing itself, 
he cared little whether it was called “four” or “twice two.” And as par­
ticular as the man was about the “bare bones” of religion, it’s signifi­
cant that, in perusing such literature as Eckhart’s, he concluded: “It’s 
when I encounter such statements as these that I grow firmly convinced 
that the Christian experiences are not after all different from those of 
the Buddhist.”37 8
37 D. T. Suzuki, Mysticism: Christian and Buddhist. New York: Collier Books, 1962
(first pub. 1957), p. 20
“ Ibid., p. 14 w Ibid., p. 45
40 Masao Abe, ed. A Zen Life: D. T. Suzuki Remembered. New York and Tokyo: 
Weatherhill, 1986, 172
If Suzuki and Eckhart display certain tendencies in common, such as 
shunning analysis and stressing experience, and if they practiced 
disciplines and enjoyed spiritualities which, in principle at least, were 
virtually identical, then it should be pointed out that they reaped 
similar rewards, delighted in the same happy results.
I move the chair on the veranda and look at the blue 
mountains. I draw a long breath, fill my lungs with fresh air 
and feel entirely refreshed. I make tea and drink a cup or two 
of it. Who would say that I am not living in the light of 
eternity?39
For Suzuki, eternity is another name for the present moment, and 
heaven just a metaphor for this world seen rightly. One is reminded of 
a story his private secretary tells about the time a famous para­
psychologist visited Suzuki and related marvelous stories about super­
natural happenings. Mihoko Okamura reports:
But when Sensei didn’t seem particularly impressed by these 
stories, the parapsychologist was a bit put off, and asked 
whether Sensei didn’t wonder what would happen to him 
after death. As if speaking to himself, Sensei replied, ‘But 




Eckhart was apparently of the same mind. Rudolf Otto saw great 
significance in Eckhart’s statement that, “I would gladly remain here 
until the last day,” and says of the mystic, “For him samsara is already 
nirvana.”41 Indeed, Eckhart had said of himself: “I have maintained 
ere this and still maintain that I already possess all that is granted to me 
in eternity.”42 It is not that, as a Christian, Eckhart would deny life 
after death; it’s only that, knowing the depths, he felt complied to cor­
rect errors:
41 Otto, p. 229
42 Ibid., p. 29
43 Also quoted in Otto. p. 230
Many people imagine here to have creaturely being, and 
divine being yonder. That is not so. By that many are de­
ceived. I have indeed said, that a man beholds God in this life 
in the same perfection, and is blessed in exactly the same way, 
as in the after life.43
Experientially, practically, D. T. Suzuki and Meister Eckhart were in 
perfect accord, and, although theologically distant, spiritually lived in 
the same world. What they had to say, what they embodied, it seems to 
me, is something of which the world needs continually to be reminded.
II. The Radical Theology of Abe Masao
If you would learn to speak all tongues and conform to the customs 
of all nations, if you would travel farther than all travelers, be 
naturalized in all climes, and cause the Sphinx to dash her head 
against a stone, even obey the precept of the old philosopher, and 
Explore thyself. Herein are demanded the eye and the nerve.
(Thoreau)
Buddhism has many forms, but, as we saw, Zen sees its relationship 
to Buddhism generally as that of being pure Buddhism. By clearing 
away the symbols and theories and centering on experience, it feels it 
has extracted the very essence of Buddhist spirituality. It must be 
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remembered, however, that Zen did not simply materialize, but is itself 
the product of cross-fertilization. It owes as much to Chinese Taoism 
as to Indian Buddhism.
Abe Masao, therefore, recognizes the value of interaction, and it is 
clear that in his own work he aspires to contribute whatever he can to 
Christianity’s internal process of distilling its own essence. He once 
said of his own teacher, Hisamatsu Shin’ichi, that the man always 
knew what he wanted to say but only deliberated as to how to say it.
For Hisamatsu, the problem was never what to say. From 
beginning to end, what he wanted to say was invariably set­
tled, and unmistakably clear. The problem was only how to 
express it in adapting to the general tendencies of philosophy, 
religion, and history . .
If the picture Abe paints here of Hisamatsu is accurate, it is at the 
same time a self-portrait. Any doubts Abe may have at one time enter­
tained were long ago erased. He is clear about the “what,” for that is 
forever before him; the “how,” on the other hand, fluctuates. We 
already know his Buddhist position; it’s Suzuki’s. Here we will con­
sider his understanding of Christianity.
This understanding is by no means orthodox. But what is particu­
larly interesting to note is the extent to which it poses a contrast to so 
much contemporary theology, on the one hand, and yet how neatly it 
matches up with Eckhart’s medieval one, on the other. To get a vivid 
impression of how drastically basic approaches can differ, consider, for 
example, that in response to Hans Kung’s insistence that “God is one 
who faces me, whom I can address,” Abe asks this poignant question: 
“Can I not address God, however, not from the outside of God, but 
from within God?”44 5 However quizzical this may appear to Kung, we 
know that Eckhart would respond wholeheartedly in the affirmative. 
For him it is the whole point. “Not to achieve oneness of spirit with 
God is to fail to be spiritual!”46
44 Abe Masao, “Hisamatsu’s Philosophy of Awakening,” The Eastern Buddhist 
(New Series) Vol. XIV, No. 1, Spring 1981, p. 26
45 See The Emptying God, John B. Cobb and Christopher Ives, editors. Maryknoll, 
New York: Orbis Books, 1990, pp. 25-6
46 Blakney, p. 199
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Spirituality is actually a simple matter, but theology tends to be com­
plicated. We will limit our discussion to two main areas of Abe's think­
ing, his emphasis on self-kenosis and his insistence on an “emptying” 
God. It is in putting forth the latter that he meets resistance, and con­
sidering even a few reactions might illustrate not only how unconven­
tional Abe’s new theology now is but how radical Eckhart’s old one 
still remains.
Self-Kenosis
Luke 6:46 reads:4‘Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,* and do not do 
what I tell you?” Jesus himself attested to the danger of mere belief, 
even belief in him, and differentiated between hearing words and acting 
on them, between thinking and doing. For Jesus, belief in him was 
synonymous with doing what he said. Probably it would have been 
nice if people could have simply listened to him and then gone about 
their business. But his message was more intrusive and more disruptive 
than that.
It is little wonder, given his background, that Abe would come to 
Christianity, or any religion for that matter, wondering less about what 
one is supposed to believe and more about what one is expected to 
do. Viewing religion more as a practice than a set of ideas, he has 
gravitated to Christ’s call for followers to deny themselves, to give up 
their lives. For Abe Christian spirituality clearly hinges on self-empty­
ing, or self-kenosis.
The notion of Christ’s kenosis or his self-emptying can be 
properly understood only through . . . our own existential 
self-denying. Jesus himself emphasizes, ‘he that finds his life 
shall lose it; and he who loses his life for my sake shall find 
it’ . . . Without the total negation of our life, or the complete 
death of our ego-self, our new life as a manifestation of the 
life of Jesus is impossible.47
This is what Abe gets out of reading the scriptures, and in emphasiz­
ing this urgent need for self-emptying on the part of each individual, he 
has not obscured but crystallized the spiritual project. He is also right 
in step with Eckhart, who declares:
47 The Emptying God, p. 11
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The Holy Scriptures shout that man should be free from self, 
for being freed from self, you are self-controlled, and as you 
are self-controlled you are self-possessed, and as you are self­
possessed you possess God and all creation ... By this 
discipline, man becomes master of himself.48
49 The Emptying God, p. 12
51 Ibid., p. 5
$s Ephesians 4:22-3
This paradox of Eckhart’s, that by being free of self one possesses 
self, has its counterpart in Abe’s formulation: “self is not self; pre­
cisely because it is not, self is truly self.”49
This discipline of self-negation is unquestionably Eckhart’s single 
major theme. He says in “The Treatises”: “When I preach, I usually 
speak of disinterest and say a man should be empty of self and all 
things,”50 and, sure enough, his sermons are riddled with this message. 
It runs throughout the “Talks of Instruction,” and as he sees this 
“self” as the root of all our problems, getting rid of it is the first step: 
“Begin, therefore, with self and forget yourself!”51
In highlighting this issue himself, Abe is echoing Eckhart; but he is 
not following him. Each man is, rather, drawing from his own ex­
perience. As far as they are concerned, they are talking plain facts. 
Theirs is at bottom a very simple spirituality, a basic way of being in 
the world, and it should be stressed that, when they are discussing it, 
they are describing a process in which, at that very moment, they are 
themselves engaged.
Eckhart and Abe do, however, share a common secondary source, 
St. Paul, and here two points seem crucial. First, a true self-emptying 
involves a complete transformation. In Romans, St. Paul admon­
ishes: “Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the 
renewal of your mind.”32 He tells us in Ephesians to “Put off your old 
nature . . . and put on the new nature,”53 and in Galatians makes it 
clear that nothing counts “but a new creation.”54 What St. Paul re­
peatedly claims is that, in effect, we can wholly, radically alter our point 
of view. He writes in 2 Corinthians:
a Blakney, p. 237





From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human 
point of view; even though we once regarded Christ from a 
human point of view, we regard him thus no longer. 
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old 
has passed away, behold, the new has come.55
55 2 Corinthians 5:16-17
” Blakney, p. 195
59 The Emptying God, p. 12
This “passing away” of the old, which gives birth to a new point of 
view, is the definitive step, and why Abe emphasizes “total” kenosis, 
the “complete death of our ego-self,” and claims that, “There can be 
no continuity between the ‘old person’ and the ‘new person’ in the 
Pauline faith.”56
This is the crux of the religious problem and impossible to under­
stand in ordinary terms. If the “new” life is inconceivable, then all 
analogies ultimately fail, since they include what is intelligible. To say, 
for instance, that the difference is like that between night and day 
won’t work, for, although it points out a drastic difference, we already 
know both night and day. How can we talk about the indescribable, or 
how can the mind even imagine a life beyond, or without, itself? Never­
theless, this is what is called for, and being learned seemingly has 
nothing to do with it. “There are, however, some priests who do not 
understand this something so nearly related to God that it is one with 
him. It has nothing in common with anything else.”57
The other thing, which both Eckhart and Abe make abundantly 
clear, is that this transformation, the very raison d’etre of religion, is 
not a one-time event. “Therefore it is not enough to surrender self and 
all that goes with it once. We have to renew the surrender often, for 
thus we will be free and unfettered in all we do.”58 This, of Eckhart’s, 
is exactly Abe’s point:
Or in our faith in Jesus as Christ, we die together with Christ 
day by day and are revived together with Christ day by day. 
Everyday, here and now, we die as the old person and resur­
rect as the new person with Christ.59




This 4‘complete death of our ego-self’ is not even a daily exercise, 
but is occasioned, as Abe hints, by every “here and now.” He would 
agree with Eckhart: “Grace is not a stationary thing; it is always found 
in a Becoming,”60 and the spirituality Eckhart so aptly describes in our 
nugget, of being “innocent and free to receive anew with each Now-mo- 
ment,” states Abe’s position perfectly. Our “dying” is a moment to 
moment operation. At first a discipline, it becomes in time an art.
Theologians are keenly aware of each other, but their overriding con­
cern is for the person on the street. Identifying the nuts and bolts of the 
genuinely spiritual life is no mean service. We are all acquainted with 
religion in its form, its rituals and tenets, but spirituality itself often re­
mains vague. In general, aren’t Christians much quicker to discourse 
about what they think, and much less prepared to detail what they do, 
practically, to enhance their spiritual lives? Still we all know that a 
good game plan is simply not enough; and just as it is useless to diet 
only one day a week, and just as our physical health depends upon 
regular exercise, so spiritual direction also cuts into our daily agenda.
And this is the rub, for however clearly spelled out, our own kenosis 
is not the prescription we care to be handed. “There never was a strug­
gle or a battle which required greater valor than that in which a man 
forgets or denies himself.”6’ Eckhart is correct here, for the “complete 
death of our ego-self” is, after all, the “narrow gate.”
If we are cut off from God, from each other, from nature, from 
ourselves, there is still a remedy. It might in fact be hard medicine to 
swallow, but at least it’s no placebo. Indeed, some might argue that it’s 
the cure for all our ills, and as the “bottom line” in Christianity makes 
any theology or belief secondary, if not altogether obsolete. Only a 
theology that refers us back to our own kenosis, is conducive to this 
purpose alone, can be said to aid us; others hinder.
The Emptying God
Whether talking about Christ or God, Eckhart and Abe are on the 
same wavelength, and always divine activity mirrors what must become 
our own. Eckhart writes, for instance:
* Blakney, p. 237 *' Ibid., p. 240
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Why did God become man? So that I might be born to be 
God—yes—identically God. And God died so that I, too, 
might die to the whole world and all created things.62
This death, at the very moment that it occurs, instantaneously (The 
opening [of the door] and his entry are simultaneous)63 makes him so 
fully identical with God that he can say: “God’s is-ness is my is-ness,”64 
Thus Abe writes of God and the self:
Only when the ego-self negates itself completely does it come 
to understand who the kenotic God is and what God’s total 
self-emptying means to the self.65
This understanding of a God who has completely emptied himself is 
not, of course, peculiar to Abe. Thomas Sheehan, for example, in his 
analysis of Jesus and his message, concludes:
Jesus preached the end of religion and the beginning of what 
religion is supposed to be about: God’s presence among men 
and women. And the paradox of the prophet’s message was 
that God’s presence meant God’s disappearance—into his 
people. In a sense then, yes, it meant the death of God, his 
kenosis, or outpouring of himself.66
For Sheehan as well, then, God is not to be found in heaven but on 
earth, and the focus must shift away form “Jesus as an answer” to 
“oneself as a question.”67 A few things still strike us, however, about 
Abe’s kenotic God. The first is that his God naturally has poured 
himself not only into people but into everything. From the point of 
view of unity, nothing is separate, not a mosquito or a pebble is left 
out. God is not merely present in his creation; he is his creation! 
Therefore, for Abe, “God is each and every thing.”66
This might fly in the face of Christian doctrine, but it doesn’t 
necessarily collide with Eckhart’s experience. Otto on this count has 
culled some seemingly bold statements, such as: “I say, all creatures
“ Blakney, p. 194 “ Ibid., p. 122
M Ibid., p. 180 65 The Emptying God, p. 17
66 Thomas Sheehan, The First Coming. New York: Vintage Books, 1986, p. 222
67 Ibid., p. 223 “ The Emptying God, p. 16 
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are one Being” and “All that a man has here externally in multiplicity 
is intrinsically One. Here all blades of grass, wood and stone, all things 
are one. This is the deepest depth and thereby I am captivated.”69 In a 
sermon entitled, “Distinctions are lost in God,” Eckhart writes:
69 Quoted in Otto, p. 31
10 Blakney, p. 205
71 Quoted in Jacob Needleman and David Applebaum’s Real Philosophy. New 
York: Viking Penguin, 1990, p. 173
72 Quoted in Otto, p. 31
75 Blakney, p. 168
In this likeness or identity God takes such delight that he 
pours his whole nature and being into it. ... It is his pleasure 
and rapture to discover identity, because he can always put 
his whole nature into it—for he is this identity itself.70
If this is not clear-cut enough, at least we can safely say that Abe is 
making explicit what is very implicit in Eckhart. Both are offering not 
so much a doctrine as a description. Unity isn’t a theory; it’s an ex­
perience.
The other notable aspect of Abe’s understanding is that it incor­
porates the notion of fluidity. The medieval world may have been cap­
tivated by Plato, but the modern one favors Heraclitus: “Everything 
flows and nothing abides; everything gives way and nothing stays 
fixed.”71 Reality is more like a flowing stream than a still pool. Thus 
Abe’s God is in flux, ceaselessly pouring himself out. And this is not 
altogether incongruous with Eckhart, for whom “God becomes and 
disbecomes.”72 Of course, Eckhart is talking here of God, not the 
Godhead, whereas for Abe all flows. However, Abe’s proposal should 
not be seen as a refutation but a refinement, or an updating, for when 
they don’t coincide exactly in the content of their thought, they always 
remain united in the gist of their thinking. Neither the Godhead nor an 
Emptying God can be objectified or clung to, and in this practical way 
they both serve the same purpose.
For Eckhart, good intentions weren’t good enough. “No one will 
deny that it is good to be on the way but to be on the way is to be still 
far from the truth, for the way is not God himself.”73 We have general­
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ly come to accept being “on the way” as a matter of course, as though 
it were what religion is all safely about; but as far as he was concerned, 
halfway measures are one thing, and full participation in God’s 
presence something else altogether.
The “Emptying God” performs two vital functions. It energizes the 
Christian challenge and simultaneously enlivens its glorious invitation. 
Jesus depicted the severity of his call by claiming to have come wielding 
a sword. Now we are faced with no alternative but to meet his demand. 
A God who has emptied himself totally dissolves any possible escape 
route. Both He and his heaven have vanished. There is no “out there,” 
no One out there to call to, no haven for which to head.
But though there is no opportunity for evasion, neither are we left 
stranded at a gate. Deus caritas est. It is unconditional Love that has 
emptied itself absolutely, to be found always only in one location. God 
is not a being—out there—to face, but a presence—right here—to be 
lived. What Abe Masao would have us discover is that the place we 
want to go is the very spot on which we now stand. It is only the 
ground beneath our own feet that can ever be transformed. Thus 
Eckhart writes:
On this spot where 1 now stand, if I got away from self and at 
the same time were completely pure ... if I were as well 
prepared as the Lord Jesus Christ, the Father could function 
as clearly in me as he did in him, and no less, for he loves me 
with the same love he has for himself.74
74 Ibid., p. 134
75 Zen and Western Thought, p. 220
In less highly ramified language, Abe says:
If we do not find the point of departure for life in the here and 
now, where and when can we find it? We must know that at 
any moment we always stand on the real starting point. 
Without realizing this basic fact we usually look forward to 
finding it somewhere outside the here and sometime in the 
future, and regard ourselves as being presently *on the way.’75
111
MORRIS
This spotlighting of the here and now is the quintessence of spiritual 
direction. Living in the present is a way of life, a religion in its own 
right, and it is not a means only. Each “Now-moment” is an end in 
itself. The route is the destination, and a Kenotic God, who fully and 
continually empties himself, so that he can be found, not there, but 
here, who mirrors our activity and brings our attention persistently to 
our own emptying, now, is truly a theology wedded to spiritual prac­
tice.
To be fully in the present is to know eternity.
For the Now-moment, in which God made the first man and 
the Now-moment in which the last man will disappear, and 
the Now-moment in which I am speaking are all one in God, 
in whom there is only one Now. Look! The person who lives 
in the light of God is conscious neither of time past nor of 
time to come but only of the one eternity.76
Indeed, what can one ever legitimately talk about except what is go­
ing on right now? Heraclitus once said: “The waking have one world in 
common; sleepers have each a private world of his own.”77 Isn’t he ac­
curate? What is the past but countless individual memories? The future 
is four billion dreams. The present moment, on the other hand, is what 
we all can share. When one is entirely empty, completely free of the 
past and utterly unconcerned about the morrow, then one stands in the 
Absolute Present, and this is the common ground for Eckhart and 
Abe. Ironically, it is not really their thought at all that unites them, for 
they are joined, not by what is in their minds, but by precisely what 
isn’t in them. Content differs, but emptiness can never vary. A blank’s 
a blank.
In the Eternal Now there is no discussion of beginnings and endings. 
It is an absolute unity in which there is no talk of anything outside 
itself. Eckhart makes this clear when he writes:
Thus creatures speak of God—but why do they not mention 
the Godhead? Because there is only unity in the Godhead and 
there is nothing to talk about.78
* Blakney, p. 134, 209 77 Quoted in Real Philosophy, p. 172
78 Blakney. p. 226
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Forman is right. The Godhead is ultimate reality seem from within 
itself; God, or the “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” is ultimate reality 
observed from the outside. Suzuki is also correct. When a certain “turn­
ing over” in consciousness occurs and this vantage point is attained, 
all the paradoxes and absurdities “become intelligible.” However, one 
step outside this Absolute Present and there is no end to the perplex­
ities.
What present themselves as puzzles to an active mind are not prob­
lems for a passive soul. Abe’s is essentially a theology of the Eternal 
Now, but not so much other things. Yet there exists a host of issues, 
Christological questions, for instance, which plague theologians and 
which they feel compelled to address. And as more traditional thinkers 
attempt to settle these, their interaction with Abe sometimes appears 
less a dialogue and more like a tug of war, Abe always trying to drag 
the discourse down, to the level of experience, others wanting to pull it 
up, to analysis.
The insightful work of Donald W. Mitchell is a good example. We 
know that for Abe reality is singular. Unity is unity, and so equally 
revelatory of the Emptying God is every single thing in the universe, in­
cluding Jesus. For Mitchell, though, there are multiple realities, and 
Jesus is of another order. He writes:
To show that such a reduction should not be made in the case 
of Jesus Christ, I would like to turn now to an analysis of the 
redemptive kenosis of Christ. I hope that this analysis will 
answer Abe’s questions about why the particular identity of 
God with Jesus Christ is not applicable to everything else in 
the universe.79
79 Donald W. Mitchell. Spirituality and Emptiness, p. 64 (my italics)
Now, is Mitchell discussing a reality which is present to him, or is he 
rather describing a situation from which he is more than a step re­
moved? Who actually informs one about a past one never knew, or a 




Moreover, such analyses cloud the issues and disturb dialogue. 
Whereas Abe is simply saying that, from an existential stance rooted 
firmly in the here and now, unity is multiplicity and multiplicity is uni­
ty, and that Jesus is an example of this, Mitchell soars away from such 
phenomenological description. His theoretical heights produce an 
elaborate scheme which many have no choice but to reject. Even for 
many Christians the Trinity is on shaky ground today,80 yet Mitchell 
argues that anyone's realization of ultimate reality is the result of “the 
redemptive kenosis of the Son.’’81 The Holy Spirit is also universally at 
work:
The Holy Spirit has given holy gifts to all people as well as to 
the time-honored religious traditions of all people. . . . To­
day, more than ever before, persons of all faiths are being led 
by the Holy Spirit to share these gifts in order to inspire one 
another in our common pilgrimage into the fullness of sanc­
tification and truth.82
Mitchell’s intention to include “all people” is laudable, but the 
superimposition of his own theological interpretation onto everyone 
else’s experience is unacceptable. He is saying, in effect, that although 
all people can be saved and indeed enjoy spiritualities that are genuine, 
they nevertheless don’t correctly understand what’s going on, that, 
unbeknownst to them, they are being led by the third person of the 
Christian trinity, “rescued” by the second, and all only at the will of 
the first. It is a highly culturally conditioned position, against which 
Hans Kung himself warns: “Is it not a sign of provincialism if we raise
“ Linwood Urban, for example, writes:
At the Council of Nicea (325 C.B.), the bishops approved a Trinitarian for­
mula in which it said that God is three persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
united in one substance. Although this doctrine has had a venerable history, 
it has always been difficult to understand. In our own time an increasing 
number of Christians have come to consider it so much excess theological bag­
gage and have urged its retirement.
A Short History of Christian Thought. New York and Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1986, p. 45
” Spirituality and Emptiness, p. 65
c Ibid., p. 104
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universal claims from a very particular viewpoint?”83 Can Mitchell 
possibly fail to see that what insiders will call God’s compassion, out­
siders will consider human imagination at best, and at worst, ar­
rogance? No wonder Abe warns against religions expecting to be 
understood by others while in “their currently established forms.”
83 Hans Kung, Does God Exist? Trans, by Edward Quinn. New York: Vintage 
Books Edition, 1981, p. 587. Interestingly enough, Kung shares Mitchell’s attitude and 
falls into the very trap about which he warns others. Sec my essay, ’‘Beyond Christiani. 
ty: Transcendentalism and Zen,” The Eastern Buddhist, Vol. XXIV No. 2, Autumn, 
1991, pp. 65-66
84 Spirituality and Emptiness, p. 67
Diversely oriented, Mitchell and Abe naturally have different under­
standings of hope. Mitchell is very much geared to the next life and 
often mentions “paradise” in its usual context.
This far-side reality of the Trinity, that is revealed in the 
kenosis of the cross, is not emptied out, as Abe suggests, in a 
total sense as the ‘place of the world,’ but also remains a 
‘place of hope for the world,’ a paradise wherein the fullness 
of the life of love and unity can be lived forever.84
Abe, it is true, holds no such expectation, since to look forward in 
that way is to step outside of the absolute present. But this does not 
mean that he is devoid of hope. His is not about death but about life, 
for Abe’s fervent hope is not that people will find a place to go at their 
death, but that they don’t wait until they are on their deathbed to learn 
where they could have been all along.
Many other contradictory views can be recognized, and Mitchell 
mentions two prominent ones in the quote above. Abe is often criti­
cized for not adequately accommodating the Trinity and for dismissing 
the so-called “far-side reality.” A brief look at these will close our 
discussion.
Among the many notable theologians who side with Mitchell is 
David Tracy, who recognizes Abe’s affinity with Eckhart. He clearly 
finds Abe’s explanations inadequate. Tracy writes:
But as Abe’s curiously underdeveloped criticism of any 
Trinitarian understanding . . . suggests, he has not under­
stood the intrinsically dynamic, self-manifesting, and dia­
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lectical character of any good Christian Trinitarian under­
standing of God. . . . The divine essence is intrinsically self­
manifesting and thereby dynamic, relational, and dialectical; 
and necessarily Father, Son, and Spirit.85
To this criticism, Abe responds with a very reasonable question, 
though it is one that cuts to the quick. He asks:
When Ruuysbroec or Tracy talks about the self-manifesting 
God as Father-Son-Spirit, where does he find himself? Does 
he take his stand outside God’s self-manifestation or inside? . . . 
In order to be free from objectification or conceptualization 
and fully realize the reality of God’s self-manifestation as 
Father-Son-Spirit, one must be existentially identical with the 
self-manifestation of God. Through this existential identity 
does the person not realize that at the very root of the self­
manifestation—that is prior to the self-manifestation—God 
is neither Father nor Son nor Spirit?86
Matters seemingly appear very different from the inside. Abe stands 
exactly where Eckhart does, who says of the light in the soul that: “It 
wants to penetrate the simple core, the still desert, into which no 
distinctions ever crept—neither the Father, the Son, nor the Holy 
Spirit.’’87 Like Abe, Eckhart too warns about even subtle distinctions: 
“If [the soul] sees God as He is God, or as he is an image, or as He is 
three, it is an imperfection in her.’’88 The soul, by wanting nothing, by 
its own death, lands itself in a whole new world finally. “In this way 
the soul enters the unity of the Holy Trinity but it may become even 
more blessed by going further, to the barren Godhead\ of which the 
Trinity is a revelation.’’89
Concerning Abe’s overall position, Mitchell voices a reservation: 
“That is, it seems to me that by limiting God to the kenosis of creation, 
Abe ignores the trinitarian spiritual experience of Christian mystics.”90 
This is one way of looking at things. It seems to me, however, that it’s 
all quite the contrary. Abe does not “limit” God in any manner, 
“ The Emptying God, p. 152
" Blakney, p. 247
99 Blakney, p. 200 (italics mine)
86 Ibid., p. 165
“ Quoted in Forman, p. 178
90 Spirituality and Emptiness, p. 62
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shape, or form whatsoever. He cannot. Equipped with the long drill of 
kenosis, the only tool adequate for the task, Abe has pierced the 
deepest depths, has penetrated the very core, and there found an “ex­
panseless expanse.” There is no inside and outside, no up and down in 
“boundless openness.” The “creation” is limit less. Neither has Abe ig­
nored anything. In digging his well, intent, he has bored past distrac­
tions. Abe has not sidestepped the Trinity in his analysis; he has by­
passed it in his experience.
Like Mitchell, Tracy insists on upholding the “far-side reality.” In 
his response to Abe’s fully Kenotic God, Tracy in one essay ends a 
paragraph: “There is no ‘Fourth.’ There is no Zero. There is, 
therefore, no total kenosis,” and he begins the next with: “The Chris­
tian reflects now”91 Reflects! Reflects on what? What is there to reflect 
on? And more, who’s doing the “reflecting”? In our context, reflec­
tion is the activity of a separate self; expression the function of a 
dissolved one.
Then there’s this last question. If one is existentially situated, actual­
ly breathing in a world in which God is a circle whose center is 
everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere, where’s the far side?
Everyone wants to make sense, and one suspects that, on some level 
or another, everyone does. One wonders if Eckhart and Abe are out­
side Christianity, or so deeply in it as to be barely recognizable. Neither 
provides us with answers, for answers there are none. What both yearn 
to do, however, is guide us to a place where there are no longer any 
questions, and in this mutual effort, they point in the same direction.
As a member of the Kyoto School, Abe is generally perceived by 
Christians as following his predecessors, such figures as Nishida Kitard 
and Nishitani Keiji. That’s all true—chronologically. But in a truer 
sense, philosophically, theologically, Abe isn’t “following” anybody 
at all, and to think so is to misunderstand the nature of the man’s 
activity. Let us be clear. Abe does indeed represent the essence of Bud­
dhism, but we must understand what that means, for anyone able to 
echo the hollows of the one religion can also sound the deeps of the 
other. Abe’s theologizing should not be viewed by Christian thinkers
” The Emptying God, p. 154 
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as an encounter with another religion. He is not challenging from the 
outside; Abe is calling from within Christianity’s own depths.
Thus we have a final diagram.
Buddhism Christianity
Dawn for all the hemispheres issues from a single source; other 
events, too, defy setting.
A clear wind comes
like an old friend.92
92 From A Zen Forest, p. 82
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